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Abstract

H. G. Wells categorized his classic science fiction text The Time Machine as a
“scientific romance” - an “exercise in imagination” that uses elements of fantasy and
invention to communicate human sympathy. While the story of the Time Traveler’s
journey to the future reveals the degradation of mankind, the 1895 novella ends in a
message of hope that the human race still possesses qualities of gratitude and tenderness.
In this essay, I invite a reexamination of the novella and examine how Wells’s scientific
perspective, critique of utopian ideals, and intersectional analysis of societal and
evolutionary theory inform and support his adherence to the importance of human
kindness.
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H. G. Wells’s The Time Machine: A Reexamination of a “Scientific Romance”

“I am going to press this lever, and off the time machine will go.
It will vanish, pass into future time, and disappear”
(The Time Machine, 66)

Over the last century, H. G. Wells’s The Time Machine has become a household word,
a symbol of the science fiction genre and a concept of an arguably unachievable scientific
idea. However, the creation of this cornerstone of science fiction, according to Wells,
centered on the idea that his 1895 novella was a “scientific romance” - an “exercise in
imagination” that uses elements of fantasy and invention to communicate human
sympathy (vii). In this essay, I invite a reexamination of The Time Machine closely
related to Wells’s perspective, critique of utopian ideals, and adherence to the importance
of human tenderness. My journey to this project began when I was nine years old, when I
watched a children’s production of The Time Machine on the PBS television program
Wishbone1. What caught my attention to Wells’s story at that young age was not just the
speculative and scientific aspects of the novella but the focus on the humanity and the
remnants of love and kindness that persisted after thousands of years of what Wells called
“evolutionary antithesis—degradation” (Zoological Retrogression, 246). The format of a
children’s television show put limitations on communicating such complex ideas to a
young audience, and yet the show’s creators were able to focus on the most significant
1

The episode “Bark to the Future” aired November 14, 1995.
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messages in the original text. Instead of treating the story as a vehicle for adventure, the
creators chose to retain the more challenging aspects, concluding with a modified
quotation of the final lines 2. The episode instilled in me a sense of wonder which aligns
with The Time Machine’s purpose as a fictional work and Wells’s opinion on the subject
of his scientific romances. I determined to read the novella when my reading skills had
reached a more advanced stage and at fifteen I picked up the slim volume which I
thoroughly enjoyed. Many people who I have spoken to about my project approached
Wells’s famous work differently, expecting a technological piece full of the detailed
explanations we are now used to reading in 20th and 21st century science fiction, instead
finding the work to be a significantly pastoral work. Throughout my undergraduate and
graduate years I returned to The Time Machine, wondering how such a concise yet
intensely multi-layered seventeen-chapter piece which can be dissected by many
interdisciplinary lenses, from the scientific to the literary, was so often approached from a
mundane and simplistic viewpoint. Initially, I sought to understand why Wells chose to
conclude a seemingly dystopian text with a hopeful message, but as my research
progressed I became motivated to initiate a different response to The Time Machine and a
re-reading of the science fiction genre.
I have constructed my argument in this essay in a kind of inverted pyramid, beginning
with a broad overview of the historic and literary context, moving closer to the minutiae
in Wells’s writing, from Wells’s innovative use of time travel to look forward, to Wells’s
scientific approach and complex editing process indicating his dedication to the appraisal
The writers made only slight alterations: “All that he left was a strange white flower, to witness that even
when mind and strength had gone, gratitude and a mutual tenderness still lived on in the heart of mankind.”
2
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of late 19th century society. I examine the cornerstones of The Time Machine and how fin
de siècle ideals, growing interest in Darwin’s evolutionary theory during Wells’s time,
and Wells’s views on strength and weakness within the text fuse together to form his
argument against utopian objectives in society. I explore The Time Machine as a mythlike tale in which Wells harnesses both symbolic motifs and societal analysis to
communicate a circuitous view of 19th century overconfidence in the evolutionary
success of man. I conclude with a close reading of the final lines of the novel to
investigate how Wells’s critique of utopian goals and evolutionary theory led to a
touching appreciation of humanity. I contend with Sarah Cole’s assertion that the
epilogue is a “great misreading” of the Time Traveler’s story (158) and discover the many
layers of rich meaning in the seemingly optimistic conclusion. Overall, I examine how
Wells’s epilogue to The Time Machine expresses the forgotten, even ignored, qualities of
human beings that are, according to Wells, inherent in the human race even thousands of
years into the future. H. G. Wells’s contribution to what became the science fiction genre
began not with an intensely technological work but a work in which he extrapolated the
striking ideas of his age and produced an intimate look at humanity and the need for
survival.
“Upon that machine…I intend to explore time.”
(The Time Machine, 68)
While H. G. Wells is inextricably linked to time travel in English literature he was not
the first to write it, nor was he the very first to create a vehicle for traveling through time.
Memoirs of the 20th Century, written in 1733 by Samuel Madden is the earliest example
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of time travel in English literature. It is an epistolary satire which lampoons diplomatic
correspondence and world powers yet provides no explanation of the method of
transportation into the future. For 21st century readers, time travel signifies the use of
mechanization. However, before 1895, conceptualized time travel in literature involved
no device of any kind. In some texts, the central characters are transported through time
by fairies or spirits. For example, a fairy conveys the characters into the future (a world in
which only women are allowed to fight in the military) in the 1781 play Anno 7603 by
Johan Herman Wessel, and Scrooge is shown the past and the future by spirits in
Dickens’s 1843 The Christmas Carol. In other texts, the passage of time is obliterated by
sleep. Rip Van Winkle (1819) arrives in the future after waking up from a deep sleep, and
the same happens to Edward Bellamy’s central character in Looking Backward
2000-1887. Similarly, Mark Twain’s hero of A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court
(1889) is knocked on the head and transported back to Arthurian times.
In the 1880s appears a new kind of time travel connected with a device rather than
metaphysical transport. In Edward Page Mitchell’s The Clock that Went Backward (1881)
a 16th century clock, when wound backward, transports two boys back through time. The
first author known to have used not simply a device to travel through time but an actual
vehicle is Spanish diplomat and writer Enrique Gaspar y Rimbau. His 1887 novel El
Anacronópete, meaning one “who flies against time” tells the story of an inventor who
creates a large cast iron box run by electricity to send the passengers back in time. While
the inventor wakes up to discover that the invention was just a dream, it still predates
Wells’s work by a year. Wells tinkered with the idea of a vehicle for time travel in The
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Chronic Argonauts in 1888 and the short story would later feed into the creation of
Wells’s 1895 novel. While there are significant similarities to El Anacronópete3, Wells
uses the innovation for something different. Wells does not look to the past, his concern is
for the future of mankind.
Wells’s breakout novel was indeed popular4 and a favorable review5 from The
Spectator of The Time Machine 6 praised Wells for his “ingenious” choices (42). The
unidentified writer does not simply applaud Wells’s work or focus on the invention of the
time machine itself but they call attention to the purpose of the novella. Firstly, the
reviewer notes that the volume tells the story of a “speculative mechanician” who
discovers the “condition of this planet in the year 802,701” (41-2), already identifying the
central fact that the work is speculative in nature. Secondly, the writer notes that Wells
“judiciously chooses” to show travel into the future where he is “at liberty to imagine
what he pleases” namely, to experiment with the idea of how “two branches into which
the race of men, under the laws of evolution, had diverged” (42). Thirdly, the writer
identifies the core idea of the novella, i.e. the “unnerving effect of a too great success in
conquering the natural resistance which the physical constitution of the world presents to
our love of ease and pleasure” (42). Most importantly, they expound on Wells’s statement

3

There is no evidence to suggest that Wells was familiar with Gaspar’s work.

4

There is little discussion of the popular reception of The Time Machine in reviews of the novella.

Their only real criticism is the lack of religion in the text. Wells perhaps saw industry as something that
replaces religion in society.
5

6

“Of which Mr. William Heinemann is the publisher” (42).
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that human beings should not fall into a state of self-satisfied ease serves as a warning
(42), or as we might more commonly phrase it in the 21st century, a cautionary tale.

“I sat up in the freshness of the morning, trying to remember how I had got there.”
(The Time Machine, 97)

The enduring success of The Time Machine can be attributed to Wells’s position at the
fin de siècle, his background in science, and what Bergonzi calls its “unparalleled”
“complex bibliographical history” (42). While the other writers of time travel contended
with much the same ideas in terms of societal criticism, Wells pushes a short speculative
tale to a “dramatically effective conclusion” (Bergonzi, 47) with an intense drafting
process. British literary scholar, critic, and poet Bernard Bergonzi provides a detailed
account of the publication process between 1894 and 1895, noting that Wells produced
what was widely accepted as a “finer artistic and imaginative achievement than any of his
later fiction” (Bergonzi, 42). Additionally, Bergonzi hypothesizes about Wells’s revisions,
noting that he chose to retain the epilogue after consulting with National Observer editor
William Henley, pointing to the novella being constructed with care (49). What began as
The Chronic Argonauts, serialized from April to June 1888, developed into seven
episodes of The Time Machine published in the National Observer from March to June of
1894. The following year it was published by Holt in New York on May 7th and by
Heinemann in London on May 29th. During that period, the novella went through many
revisions resulting in a wholly unique conceptualization of time travel both before or
since its publication, with the additional striking discourse surrounding utopia. Wells’s
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unique approach stems from a scientific background. Indeed, in his introduction to The
Time Machine, Nicholas Ruddick notes that the novella was a result of Wells’s
“professional training as a scientist” (30). This non-literary background gives it a certain
amount of plausibility. While the reader is required to suspend their disbelief, the action
is somewhat effortless as Wells’s unique scientific approach and perspective allows him
to create a cohesive world which is logically constructed and relatively free of
inconsistencies.
The scientific underpinnings of The Time Machine are enhanced by the sentiments that
emerged at the fin de siècle. According to American author and science historian James
Gleick in his book Time Travel: A History7, Wells had a borderline obsession with the
future (28). Gleick adds that in the age of steam and machine, with the increase in
globalization and industrialization as well as electric light putting an end to the night, the
future was becoming an “object of interest” even before the term “turn of the century”
was used (33-34). By the 1890s, thoughts of the fin de siècle were at the forefront of
people’s minds, particularly merchants and artists who found ways to capitalize on public
interest (37). The tension of the fin de siècle and the insistence of what the future could
bring seems to have fed into Wells’s own drive to examine the future of society.
Preceding Wells, is Jules Verne “the true futurist in Asimov’s sense of the word,” inspired
by railroads and steam ships, predicting the constant forward-motion of technology (42).
Indeed, Gleick calls Wells the “next great futurist” (43). Consequently, because of his
innovative ideas of the future, Wells would become the definitive science fiction author

7
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in the 20th century and beyond. However, his ideas about technological advancement and
scientific progress were not the central focus for Wells’s imagination; they serve as a
means to communicate observations about humanity. As society has become increasingly
preoccupied with technology since the late 19th century, the core values of The Time
Machine have often lain forgotten.
“One cannot choose but wonder.”
(The Time Machine, 155)
Much of public understanding of The Time Machine, particularly in the 20th and 21st
centuries, is preoccupied with the scientific explanation of time travel itself, not the
profound commentary on late 19th century class struggles and the sharp rise of
industrialization. Yet, science fiction as we know it was originally founded on a less
technologically oriented ideas. In his brief 1935 introduction to a volume of his scientific
romances, Wells explains how he sees the functionality of his early work. “The thing that
makes such imaginations interesting,” Wells argues, “is their translation into
commonplace terms and a rigid exclusion of other marvels from the story. Then it
becomes human” (viii). In 1979 Darko Suvin defined science fiction as a genre
“distinguished by the narrative dominance or hegemony of a fictional ‘novum’ (novelty,
innovation) validated by cognitive logic” (63). Therefore, Wells’s perspective is in
agreement with Suvin in the sense that a singular novum is more effective than a
complicated set of concepts. While complex, The Time Machine is succinct, allowing
Wells to conduct what he calls “his business” of being a writer of fantasy which is to
“keep everything else real and human” (viii). However, Wells’s use of mechanized time
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travel is the very thing that detracts from a more pastoral or imaginative reading of The
Time Machine. The use and impact of using a time machine, specifically a vehicle,
captured the attention of an industrial nation and world, leading to the dominant focus of
technology over the novella’s more emotionally and societally centered ideas.
Additionally, the scientific theories and discoveries of Albert Einstein and Stephen
Hawking contributed to the popularization of hard science fiction, a sub-genre that was
explicitly defined in 1980 with the publication of Patrick Parrinder’s Science Fiction: Its
Criticism and Teaching. Therefore the reading of The Time Machine appears to have
shifted from scientific romance to science reality. Partly, this is due to how the
technological advancements of the last century have fed into the idea that science fiction
should be realistic in nature. Suvin calls science fiction the literature of “cognitive
estrangement” (4), i.e. the theory that the science fiction genre facilitates the appreciation
of modern society and values through the suspension of disbelief in order to utilize
philosophical concepts (7-8). He uses the word estrangement to emphasize the idea that
science fiction differs from the “‘realistic’ literary mainstream” (8). Wells’s lack of
scientific explanation for the time machine’s functionality supports the idea that his work
is not meant to be a representation of reality, but an example of the necessary cognitive
estrangement to impart theories of societal evolution.

“The two species that had resulted from the evolution of man were sliding down towards,
or had already arrived at, an altogether new relationship.”
(The Time Machine, 119)
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Evolution, late 19th century ideals, and Wells’s discourse on strength and weakness
form the cornerstones of The Time Machine as a work that operates as a cautionary tale.
Unlike most works of speculative literature that propel their travelers into the future, H.G.
Wells chose the unusually far-flung year 802,701 for his destination, indicating his
awareness of the time it takes for humans to evolve. Therefore, his knowledge of biology
and evolution forms an important aspect of Wells’s argument. In Wells’s 1935
introduction, he states that, in the late 1890s when Darwin’s theories were new, evolution
was seen as “a pro-human force making things better and better for mankind”, adding
that The Time Machine was for him an “assault on human self-satisfaction” (Wells, ix).
By extension, that same evolutionary force produces the Eloi and the Morlocks, a
circumstance that is not an improvement on the Time Traveler’s own era. Wells questions
the progression of evolutionary theory in his descriptions of the Eloi. They are short
stature, graceful, yet “indescribably frail” and even the male Eloi possess Victorian ideals
of being a “consumptive” or “hectic beauty” (Wells, 81). While aesthetically pleasing, at
least to a 19th century reader, Wells notes the failure of beauty ideals. Indeed, Bernard
Bergonzi argues in “The Time Machine: An Ironic Myth” that this example of beauty is
clearly a reflection of “fin de siècle visual taste” (44). Furthermore, Bergonzi calls
attention to “the implicit contrast between aesthetic and the utilitarian, the beautiful and
idle against the ugly and active, [which] shows how The Time Machine embodies another
profound late-Victorian preoccupation” (46). Therefore, the appearance of the Eloi has no
real value beyond aesthetic appeal, as the Eloi are physically weak. The homomorphous
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Eloi8 represent the remains of an elitist and bohemian culture which is not sustainable
without the toil of the working class, i.e. the Morlocks. While the aesthetically beautiful
pastoralism is visible, the industrial class of the Morlocks remains hidden. The illusion of
the Eloi’s utopian existence is shattered upon the Time Traveler’ discovery of the
Morlock’s eating habits, highlighting that subterranean industrialism must be concealed
in order to maintain the appearance of utopia. Furthermore, the real work that produces
the ease and comfort only afforded to the Eloi resulted in a weakening and evolutionary
degradation of the Eloi.
In “The Logic of “Prophecy” in The Time Machine” science fiction scholar Robert M.
Philmus explores the degradation and devolution of the human race in the novella,
indicating that Wells sought to consider the projected evolution of man in the opposite
direction. Philmus suggests that, instead of following the theories of Huxley and others,
Wells satirized the goal of comfort and ease in the evolution of humanity by prophesying
a negative outcome. For example, he argues that the “paradise-hell of the Eloi and the
Morlocks prepares for…what the Traveler sees as the further vision of devolution…
tending ultimately towards the extinction of all life” (58). Indeed, in the context of later
chapters in the book, Wells’s allusion to Darwin’s Theory of Tidal Evolution
“reinforces…The Time Machine’s vision of life retracing its evolutionary path back to the
sea and thence, it may be presumed, out of existence” (Philmus, 60). The 19th century
ideals that Wells chooses to criticize appear to end after the Eloi have died out,
Wells’s passing descriptions of the Eloi’s femininity form a complex component of his argument about
strength and weakness. He states that the Eloi, i.e. evolved humans, have lost their “manliness” (80). In the
21sth century this gendering of strength has a distinct air of sexism. However, Wells does not develop this
idea further past chapter VI, and his conclusion focuses on strength not as brute strength but as inner
strength.
8
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emphasizing again how the idealized frailty of the evolved humans leads directly to
extinction.
In opposition to the late Victorian ideals such as ease, comfort, and a kind of frail
beauty, Wells makes a case for survival and hardship. In the novella, the Time Traveler
philosophizes that “strength is the outcome of need: security sets a premium on
feebleness” (90). The Eloi are never tested and therefore are dependent on their security
provided to them by the Morlocks; their dependence is a direct result of their frailty. The
Time Traveler determines that the Eloi have fallen victim to the ideals of his own time,
stating that “under the new conditions of perfect comfort and security, that restless
energy, that with us is strength, would become weakness” (92). Initially, the Time
Traveler is somewhat pleased by the pastoral utopia he lands in, but he notes that as
human beings, “we are kept keen on the grindstone of pain and necessity” (Wells, 92-3).
Indeed, the Eloi’s utopian world and frail condition is an embodiment of Victorian
bohemianism and ideals. Robert Philmus argues that the “structure of the world of the
Eloi and the Morlocks…suggests a critique of the pastoral utopia” exemplified in William
Morris’s 1890 utopian tale News From Nowhere (62). Similarly, The Time Machine
stands as a cautionary tale, warning against faith in evolution and its assumed path
towards the attainment of utopia. In many ways, The Time Machine can be seen as a
continuation of the ideas expressed in Wells’s 1891 scientific article “Zoological
Retrogression” in which he argues various species “have varied along divergent lines
from intermediate forms, and, as it is the object of this paper to point out, not necessarily
in an upward direction” (247). The scientific underpinnings of his argument highlight the
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intersection of his views that evolution is not inherently progressive in a positive sense
and that the unwavering faith in that process leads to the false belief in a utopian society.
“It was natural on that golden evening
that I should jump at the idea of a social paradise.”
(The Time Machine, 91)
The Time Machine presents an example of myth-like speculative fiction as well as a
unique approach to utopian concepts. Wells’s 1935 introduction gives incredible insight
direct from the author himself. He stands by his motivation for writing The Time Machine
in the 1890s, i.e. his adherence to human feelings at the core of the novella. He writes
that, once a hypothesis in a work of speculative fiction is established the “interest
becomes the interest of looking at human feelings and human ways, from the new angle
that has been acquired” (viii). This structural base in Wells’s composition supports the
idea that the fate of humanity is the central focus of the novella. Furthermore, the internal
or narrow focus on evolution links directly to the external or broad focus on utopian
ideals in The Time Machine. Both approaches to the human element of the book illustrate
and add weight to Wells’s critique of utopia and the fin de siècle drive toward such ideals.
In H.G. Wells: Traversing Time, historian W. Warren Wagar discusses Wells’s body of
work in connection to time and the future of mankind. While there is some confusion
surrounding the definition of anti-utopia as some critics interchange anti-utopia with
dystopia, Wagar’s view is that anti-utopia criticizes utopian ideals (66). It is important to
note the semantic narrowing of the terms utopia, dystopia, and anti-utopia that has taken
place in the last forty years. In Dystopia: A Natural History Gregory Claeys states that
the terms “anti-utopia” and “dystopia” were interchangeable in the 1970s and anti-utopia
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was used as a somewhat generic term in the 1980s, but it was not until the 1990s when
anti-utopia was seen as a distinct term (278-9). Additionally, in The Utopia Reader,
written with Lyman T. Sargent, Claeys defines anti-utopia as a “utopia that the author
intended a contemporaneous reader to view as a criticism of the existing society” (2). In
his 1935 introduction, Wells gives us the intriguing personal declaration that he is
“neither a pessimist nor an optimist” (ix), which points to The Time Machine being an
anti-utopian work and not a strictly dystopian one. While Wagar does not explicitly call
The Time Machine an anti-utopian text, editor Nicholas Ruddick declares that it is
“strictly an anti-utopian work” (35). Anti-utopian implies that neither positive or negative
extremes are desirable or truly achievable. The Time Machine does not appear to be a
dystopian text because unlike Orwell’s 1984 the Eloi are unaware of their circumstances;
the Eloi experience an illusion of utopia while their world functions as an atypical
dystopia. In his chapter “H. G. Wells’s Time Machine and the End of Utopia” Peter
Edgerly Firchow notes that what he refers to as Wells’s “pessimism” indicates that
humanity will see vast improvement before it gets “a lot worse” (27), adding that Wells is
the “first writer of utopian fiction to argue that the achievement of utopia will lead to
stagnation and degeneration” (28). Indeed, the Eloi’s “social paradise” (91) carries a
horrifying price tag.
Bergonzi calls The Time Machine “an account of a wholly imaginative world of
dominantly paradisal and demonic imagery” (41). To him, Wells is a “myth-maker” and
rather than a single image evoking symbolism, The Time Machine, as a “total fictional
situation” carries symbolic meaning (42). Therefore, the pastoral imagery of the Eloi’s
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world and the Time Traveler’s descent into the symbolic hell of the Morlock’s world tells
the mythical evolution of mankind, ultimately communicating the impossibility of a
utopian ideal and the dangers of desiring a utopian society. Wells achieves this in part by
altering the traditional paradisal imagery. Sheep and cows are absent from the pastoral
scene in a world where Eloi “are themselves the cattle” (52): the “diabolical irony” of
cannibalism created by Wells completes his central narrative (53). Ultimately, this
critique of a utopian goal centers around Wells’s argument that the Eloi are weak because
they do not experience stress of any kind. To him, their qualities of strength are lost to the
utopian ideals of the Time Traveler’s own age.
“Or did he go forward, into one of the nearer ages,
in which men are still men, but with the riddles of our own time
answered and its wearisome problems solved?”
(The Time Machine, 155)
As a work that forms part of the foundation of the science fiction genre, The Time
Machine’s literary classification is somewhat contradicted by the content. In the text,
little attention is paid to the machine itself beyond a brief description of its “glittering
metallic framework” (65) and there is no scientific or pseudoscientific explanation
detailing its inner workings or power supply. 21st century readers expecting hard science
fiction will be sorely disappointed. In his informative 1935 preface, Wells refers to The
Time Machine as one of his “exercises of the imagination” (vii). The implication that the
work is imaginative engenders a certain amount of creativity, not just from Wells and his
innovation as a writer but also from the reader’s response. There is an invitation to look
past the machine and the adventure of the tale and experience the book as an example of
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human feeling. Indeed, in reference to his scientific novels, Wells declares that the “living
interest lies in their non-fantastical elements and not in the invention itself” (vii). He adds
that The Time Machine “appeals to human sympathy” in the way that a “‘sympathetic’
novel” does (vii).
With these central ideas in mind, it is not surprising that Wells concludes his bleak tale
with a passage that indicates a certain degree of belief in inherent qualities of goodness in
human beings:
And I have by me, for my comfort, two strange white flowers—shrivelled now,
and brown and flat and brittle—to witness that even when mind and strength had
gone, gratitude and a mutual tenderness still lived on in the heart of man. (156)
These final lines come from the narrator who bookends the Time Traveler’s account, as
he attempts to make sense of the wild tale he has heard. In her book Inventing Tomorrow:
H.G. Wells and the Twentieth Century, Columbia University professor Sarah Cole argues
that the narrator’s conclusion is a “great misreading” of the Time Traveler’s story (158)
which she attributes to a difference in temperament between the narrator and the traveler
(159). She states that the narrator’s optimism is “sharply distinguished from the Time
Traveller’s brooding predictions” (159). However, such an “optimistic” ending to an
apparently pessimistic story indicates a greater complexity of meaning. Through the
lengthy editing process, H.G. Wells chose to add and retain the epilogue, pointing to a
need to present an even more imaginative ending than a simple and sudden disappearance
of the Time Traveler in order to guide the reader to multiple interpretations of the text.
The so-called pessimism of the traveler’s story can be attributed to Wells’s anti-utopian
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sentiment, his critique of evolutionary theory, and the traveler’s understandable
disappointment at finding the human race in such a degenerated state. Furthermore, the
narrator’s somewhat objective viewpoint enables him to see the potential of the human
race that the Time Traveler has possibly overlooked.
A close reading of the striking final quotation is required to more effectively illuminate
the complexities of what Sarah Cole calls the narrator’s “flat misreading” (159). Most
obvious is the use of flowers. Interestingly, Wells choses the word “witness” which
implies that the flowers are physical evidence that the traveler’s unbelievable journey
actually occurred. However, the flowers are clearly in a position of symbolism to the
most un-academic of readers. While Cole dismisses the use of flowers as “persistent
Romanticism” (159), the presence of “two strange white flowers” and not just one,
symbolizes that humans must work together and not alone, contradicting the preeminent
individualism found in Romanticism. While Cole finds the narrator’s “attachment” to the
flowers as a means for him to “willfully ignore” the “ramifications” of the story
(159-160), the decayed remains that the narrator clings to does more than heave a “final
gasp of Romanticism” (159). The shriveled, brown, flat and brittle flowers serve as a
reminder of what the Time Traveler encountered: the death of humanity, and degradation
and failure of evolutionary theory and utopian ideals. By extension, the “unimpressive
token” (Cole, 159), also indicates how cultivated beauty, both of flowers and human
beings, has disintegrated. The narrator is also not ignorant of the fact that the Eloi are
essentially useless when it comes to survival without the Morlocks and fully
acknowledges their loss of physical strength. However, he states that despite the loss of
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intellect and physical strength the Eloi still possess other qualities (156). No Eloi “made
the slightest attempt to rescue” the drowning Weena, (103), yet Weena’s gesture of
“gratitude” demonstrates respect and kindness that the other Eloi don’t appear to show for
anyone or anything. After her rescue, Weena presents the Time Traveler with a “big
garland of flowers” — evidently made for him and him “alone” (103). The narrator has
made the connection between the flowers and the Time Traveler. For example, the
traveler communicates that the gift took his “imagination” and comforted him at a
moment of “desolation” (103). Therefore, despite the traveler’s perceived pessimism, this
moment shows his appreciation of Weena’s surprising instance of specific gratitude
towards him. Her willingness to demonstrate her appreciation for the time traveler’s
actions reveal the “mutual tenderness” that “still lived on” in the Eloi even after what
could be seen as a failure of evolutionary theory. Wells suggests that “mutual” or
reciprocated love and respect are inherent qualities that remain dormant in the human
race in a utopian state and are only awakened when human strength of character is tested.
Furthermore, the narrator sees something of greater value than physical strength. Wells’s
phrase “in the heart of man” further implies that qualities of gratitude and love are
intangible qualities in the sense that they are internal, not external like physical strength.
Ultimately, the narrator’s interpretation of the Time Traveler’s journey invites further
imagination from the reader, exemplifying what Wells stated what scientific romances
ought to do: “intensify our natural reactions of wonder, fear or perplexity” (vii). The
narrator captures what the Time Traveler cannot fully communicate because the latter is
too close to the harsh reality of the Eloi’s existence. The Time Traveler does not
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intentionally bring Weena’s flowers back as evidence of his adventure9, and at the end of
his narration he forgets them again, doubting the validity of his own journey (152). While
the Time Traveler’s friends attempt to classify the flowers, assigning them scientific
meaning, the narrator sees them as something beyond that, a symbol of what the Time
Traveler really discovered - not the means to travel through time, but the discovery of the
essence of humanity.

“…the future is still black and blank — vast ignorance,
lit at a few casual places by the memory of his story.”
(The Time Machine, 155)

For the last decade I’ve pondered how an essay on The Time Machine might look and
what its purpose could be. I anticipated that I would not find any explanation at all for the
sentimental feelings at the heart of the novella but instead I discovered a universality of
feeling with concrete messages about society and human nature. Wells uncovers the
compassion in the Eloi that lies dormant without challenge, stress, and other stimuli, but
in the shadow of hard science fiction literature, that compassion lies forgotten in the ruins
of technology. His work of time travel, although not the first of its kind, is powerfully
speculative, an alarming prediction of where the goals of 19th century Western society
will lead us. Furthermore, his extensive revisions point to his commitment to utilizing his
scientific knowledge to communicate deep messages about human feeling. And yet,
ceaseless public interest in technology throughout the last century has overshadowed the
original content and purpose of The Time Machine. Indeed, the basis for the novel

9

He Finds the flowers in his pocket by accident on his return (121).
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consists of four primary ideas that are neither technological nor sentimental. Namely,
Wells addresses the scientific angle through evolution, the societal through a critique of
19th century societal ideals, and the metaphysical through an examination of strength
versus weakness. Wells deconstructs the Victorian fixation with utopia through his
division of the deceptively ideal existence of the Eloi from the cannibalistic subterranean
world of the Morlocks. With all that in mind, Wells’s conclusion is that much more
striking. The narrator’s act of keeping the flowers is sentimental, pointing to the obvious
symbolism that flowers, like humans, bloom and die. However, the flowers serve a dual
function as evidence of the Time Traveler’s journey but more importantly of Weena’s
gesture of gratitude when the fabric of evolution and society have become throughly
unraveled.
The Time Machine has retained its meaning, one-hundred and twenty-five years later
and despite misreadings of the book, Wells’s purpose is still there. If readers new to Wells
had an inclination of the emotional aspects of the text, how would they respond to The
Time Machine? The objective of my essay is to encourage readers to consider a different
reading, one that looks past the stereotypical perception of the novella as an adventure
story and allows readers to examine their own conceptualization of humanity. I have
attempted to draw attention to the disconnect between a reading expecting technology
and adventure, and one that focuses on more interpersonal and emotional qualities of
human nature that run throughout the text. Additionally, I invite a retrospective
consideration of the genres of science fiction and speculative fiction and how they were
initially constructed. H.G. Wells’s The Time Machine is the most significant iteration of
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this genre, pointing us to the origin of science fiction and its purpose in literature.
Ultimately, a revised 21st century analysis of the text can have a profound impact on how
Wells and his work is taught and read as well as promote a reassessment of the science
fiction genre. My hope is that my research leads to a re-reading of The Time Machine that
further examines what the novella means to us now in a current cultural context.
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